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The interior is the asylum where art takes refuge.
-Walter Benjamin 'In the ground floor showrooms are some examples of gaily painted Omega furniture, with decorated designs ranging from asymmetric, irregular patches of bright colours to geometric designs and even to actual representation of the human figure. The effect is enlivening and stimulating -but is it possible to live in such a motley setting?' 1 Such was the opinion expressed in The Observer in a review of an exhibition of Omega-ware at Roger Fry's Fitzroy Square showroom and workshop in the year Omega was to close. While bold, innovative, non-representational art had started to earn its place on the walls of the nation's galleries by 1919, the interior of the home still remained a contested space for advanced design because of the challenges it mounted to ideas of domesticity. Coloured strongly by ideas of religion, morality, and virtue, the layout and decoration of the Victorian and Edwardian living space signified so much more than a taste for certain patterns, colours, and objects, and the often brutal changes meted out by modernist artists and designers were attacks on bourgeois complacencies and on sublimations of the psyche as much as they were on the design of the sideboard or sofa. For Jean Badovici, interior design 'not only reflects [the homeowner's] way of living and his preoccupations, it also helps him get a clearer picture of himself. Interior decoration helps him to strike the necessary balance between his most sacred and hidden desires and the outside world of his daily activities'. 2 In an age of mass production, cheap goods, and increased spending power for the middle classes, the home became a testing ground for new ideas about health, class, and gender identity, a locus for expressions of taste and refinement and a site of debate about the relationship between private and public spheres. Major aesthetic movements across Europe and the United Statesfrom Art Nouveau to Jugendstil to Streamline Moderne -concerned themselves with the design and decoration of the living space, and many avant garde artists took commissions to make the home artistic. Despite this, many historians of the period define modernism as the opposite of the domestic. Christopher Reed argues that high modernism had 'no time to spare for the mundane details of home life and housekeeping' and that 'the domestic, perpetually invoked in order to be denied, remains throughout the course of modernism a crucial site of anxiety and subversion'. 3 Yet this is to tell an all too familiar story. A narrative that leads smoothly from a
Victorian domestic world of clutter to a modern, rational living space suited to the often idealistic and utopian visions for the present and the future omits some of the misfires and outright commercial failures of domestic modernism in Britain. Many British attempts to engender change in the design and decoration of the home were short-lived affairs. Even
Omega, by far the most prominent design initiative of the early twentieth century -and most prominently critiqued -lasted just six years and had limited contemporary public influence.
My discussion here of the attempts to integrate advanced aesthetics and interior design in Bourdieu's term is a useful one in this context because what lay behind many of the designs discussed below was not simply a redefinition of domestic aesthetics but a refinement of 'living': what was signified by the home space and how it shaped individual and collective identity. Unconscious though such an impulse might have been, the connection between avant-garde aesthetics and socialisation -particularly in domestic design aimed at revitalising the living conditions of the urban poor in Britain -is noticeable in the promotion and advertisement of some of the schemes discussed below, which often imagined new modes of living alongside the products and spaces they were marketing. What my case studies here expose, then, are the utopian attempts made by architects and designers in Britain to reinvent the individual and the public through the design and decoration of the home. At the heart of many of these initiatives was the fervent desire to shape public taste: at a moment when mass production and cheap goods threatened a new age of clutter and bric-a-brac, a number of architects and designers in Britain were devoting themselves to design education for the public -through exhibitions, through advertisement, and through sales. And behind each initiative was a firm belief that by advancing public taste an improvement in social conditions could be effected.
The Isokon building ( fig. 1 ), for example, an experiment in communal living on Lawn Road in Hampstead, was designed by the architect Wells Coates to be 'modern among the moderns, a monument to the pious aspiration of salvation through good design and social consciousness which was the key signature of English avant-garde thought in the thirties'. 4 The Design and Industries Association (DIA), a group founded in 1915 but arguably most active, and with most influence, in the 1930s, dedicated itself to the same end: to 'influence and guide public taste' in Britain. 5 The activities of this group, and its philosophical principle that 'Nothing Need be Ugly', draw obvious parallels with the Arts and Crafts movement, but its attempts to negotiate the differences between the often extreme aesthetics of designers and the demands of the marketplace mark it out as a key mediator in debates around public taste by means of education, propaganda, and the adoption of a definite attitude on allied questions.' German designers and manufacturers 'have worked towards the production of sound goods which should give the death-blow to the shoddy'. 9 What the Werkbund seemed to prove for the founders of the DIA was that holistic thinking in design and manufacturing would produce well-made, well-conceived products for the home that would be inexpensive.
It's not hard to find the same sentiments in the DIA's mission brief as late as 1931:
[The DIA] should bring the manufacturer and all people with powers of recommendation into touch with competent designers. At the moment, the manufacturer regards the designer as an artist. That idea has got to be smashed. He has got to come around to the view that a designer is just as essential a part of modern industrial personnel as a Works manager and an Electrical Engineer. 10 Embedded more centrally in the production process in this way, the modernist designer would benefit from the closer collaboration with the makers of his or her products. Herbert
Read came to the same conclusion, too, arguing that 'the abstract artist […] must be given a place in all industries in which he is already established, and his decision on all questions of design must be final'. 11 By being involved in the process more directly, the design would be conditioned more acutely by viability and by price. It was, in particular, the disconnect between design and price that the DIA felt had caused British design to fall behind its European counterparts. In an unpublished pamphlet in 1931, the organising committee wrote:
Standards of design are changing in the direction of greater simplicity and there is a growing appreciation on the part of the general public for better designed goods at inexpensive prices. This demand is at present being met by imports from abroad and the demand is being fostered by this supply. The impetus towards modern design, therefore, is coming from abroad, and the foreign manufacturer is gaining on the English manufacturer. It is up to the English manufacturer to do as the foreign industrialist has done, foster this changed outlook in the home market and with the experience gained challenge in the markets abroad.
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The cost of good design was of course a major consideration in a period of austerity in Britain, so much so that the cause was taken up by the government. The Gorrell report of 1932 was perhaps the first attempt in British civic affairs to use domestic taste as an important indicator of national well-being. Comprising important aesthetes, designers, and critics -such as Roger Fry and Margaret Bulley -the committee which produced the report was tasked with finding an answer to the problem of how best 'to raise the level of Industrial Art in the United Kingdom'. 13 Although it reached no conclusions about the way in which this improvement in the quality of design and manufacture might be achieved, the committee's report strongly asserted its belief that the time had come to make significant changes to the way in which British manufacturers and designers communicated with each other and to the ways in which the public could be better educated about interior design and decoration. Even in an age of economic hardship, plans could be made to re-energise British markets for interior goods. Indeed, the committee felt that economic pressures, perversely, could be the driving force behind 'positive measures to improve the quality of design and workmanship, and to foster an intelligent appreciation of design by the public […] Educative propaganda will, we believe, fall on more receptive ground in these times of adversity than in times of plenty.' In spite of the announcement that it should be concerned with articles produced by mechanical means for everyday use, the emphasis throughout is on decorative art and on things produced individually for the rich. While a few standardised things are to be seen in most sections, the general impression is that of a luxury exhibit. For instance, in furniture there is hardly a room or piece which could be considered for people of ordinary means. The implication is that design is a matter of extravagant and fancy styles. There were, however, attempts in Britain to navigate these concerns about elitism and apery. Wells Coates, whom Lewis singles out for praise in the article quoted above, was one of a group of architects and designers -among them Maxwell Fry, Elizabeth Denby, Basil Ward, Amyas Connell, Colin Lucas, and Jack Pritchard -who were deeply concerned about the social aspects of design, and alive to the dangers that mass-consumption brought to standards of taste. Coates' modernist credentials can hardly be stronger. A founding member of Unit One, he moved in avant-garde circles in the early 1930s, and he recalled later on that his intellectual development at this time was shaped by his reading in modernist literature, art, and philosophy. 24 Coates was committed to designs that were affordable, easily The building met with mixed reviews. The News Chronicle, though wary of the building's aesthetics, opined that 'the experiment is the signpost to a new order -it represents in concrete and steel the new attitude towards this business of living which is beginning to emerge from our present day chaos.' 25 Gropius was also annoyed by the tone of Connolly's piece, but defended the building on the grounds of its utilitarian qualities rather than its aesthetic appearance. It was, he wrote to Connolly, 'the result of careful study of contemporary living'. 28 One subject of this 'careful study' was the housewife. Pritchard recalled a desire to ease the work of the housewife at Isokon, and 'Miss Cazalet, speaking on the Roof Garden, said that at a time when work in education and industry was being simplified it was right that they should lessen Figure 4 shows the bottom half of a painting that is clearly figurative, too.
High functionality is mixed with low cost material everywhere at Isokon. Yet there is a surprising intimacy at work in these interiors. The Long Chair (displayed in figure 3 ) was designed by Marcel Breuer, who had never used plywood before. It is markedly different from his rectilinear, cold Bauhaus designs, and illustrates the general invitation to luxuriate in the living and sleeping spaces. This design, among others, was featured in the first Isokon furniture catalogue, produced to give occupants the chance to buy functional, sleek, modernist designs inexpensively. Founded by Pritchard, Gropius, and Breuer, the company made low-cost solutions to everyday demands. Book cases were the first design that Isokon Furniture worked on: functional, two-material shelves were designed to be modular and easily moved around, and the price was relatively cheap: a 42" long set of three shelves was The DIA had also started to make better use of advertising, marketing, and broadcasting channels, particularly after the mid-1920s arrival of John Gloag and Noel
Carrington. Both men were involved in publishing before they arrived at the DIA, and both contributed to a re-invigorated new programme of propaganda aimed at the public at large. In If mediation of these ideas was to work, however, there needed to be some mechanism to estimate the standard of British taste. Of particular concern was the working class, susceptible as they were to showiness, gaudiness, and purchasing items of doubtable quality. The massive slum clearance that took place in the 1930s meant an opportunity to improve the quality of the poorer urban interior, and a government committee was formed to investigate the standard of the working-class home. 41 Organised by the Council for Art and solutions that involved catalogues of furniture from which working-class occupants could choose and pay via hire purchase or voucher schemes, classes to encourage the purchase of quality homewares, and the rationalisation of the kitchen. 42 The report despaired of an 'accumulation of patterns which is often conflicting and tiresome' and stressed a desire to educate the working class public in household efficiency and in purchasing fewer bulky items for the home, thereby echoing Le Corbusier's Manual of the Dwelling where he cringed at houses in which he 'hardly dare[d] to walk through the labyrinth of their furniture'. 43 While several critics have found the report's premises to be grossly inaccurate (Jules Lubbock argues that financial and logistical aspects of such plans were utterly ill-conceived), the democratising impulse behind such attempts clearly draws on the need freely to disseminate the premises of domestic modernist design as widely as possible. 44 Other groups were funded with the same principles at heart: Jack Pritchard's democratizing tendencies and continental aesthetics were channelled into other programmatic 
